THE MIDLAND 


A MAGAZINE OF THE MIDDLE WEST 








SEPTEMBER, 1923 








TWO POEMS 


By Epwin Forp PIPER 


BY THE WAVING WHEAT, BY THE 
TASSELING CORN 


Tramps, tramps, tramps! 
Beggars, thieves, and gamblers, 
Buffalo skinners, ramblers; 
Men with the prison face, — 
Old red shirt, 

Stick and bundle. 


Tramps, tramps, tramps! 


Grey, drifting wanderers, 
Beardless adventurers 
Powdered with dust, — 
Old red shirt, 

Stick and bundle. 


Their backs were to the sunrise, 
Marching, limping, 

With a tune in the ears 

Of Cripple Creek, Denver; 

Silver mines in the mountain land, 
Placer mines in the golden sand; 
Cattle ranches, round-ups, 
Mushroom cities, railroad camps, 
Adventure, El Dorado. 
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Drink that rotgut, drink that redeye, 
Swing the ladies, pay the fiddler, — 
Skinners, forget those damn mules! 


By the waving wheat, by the tasseling corn 
They footed the weary miles 

With stories of life, life! 

Ulysses once was a tramp! 

The Prodigal Son, too. 

Jesus Christ was a tramp. 

Did he wear an old red shirt 

And carry a stick and bundle? 


The wagon road ran west, 
Into the crimson west; 

The railroad irons ran west 
Over the desert to the beyond, 
Over the mountain ranges. 


Said the railroad man before he died, — 

Rocky-track, rocky-track, roly-tru-bo! 
“*O fix ’em trams so the bums can ride!’’ 

Rocky-track, rocky-track, roly-tru-bo! 

I ride on the trucks, I hang to a rod, 

I trust my bones in the hands of God! 
Rocky-track, rocky-track, roly-tru-bo! 
Rocky-track, rocky-track, roly-tru-bo! 


Mule skinners, bo tramps, prison breakers, 
Gun men and faro men bound for the mines, 
Wild youth a-gypsying, old floaters drifting, 
On the road, companions, — 

Old red shirt, 

Stick and bundle. 











WAYFARERS 


In they broke 

Through the doors of dusk 

And leaped out through the doors of darkness 
Leaving storm clouds 

Tinged with hail. 


I 
Tue SUNFLOWER PatcH 


All this took place when I was nine years old 
In short grass country. 


An abandoned farm 
Lay between Aunt Eliza’s house and ours, 
In August shining with wild buckwheat blossom, 
Yellow with buffalo burr. In its garden space 
The bumblebee went zooming into sunflowers 
Over the fallen sods of a ruined house, 
Over a cellar cave, over the well 
Where crumbling walls had let the covering drop 
Far down to chill obscurity. 


The ghost 
Of an old path ran through the flowering thicket ; 
One little branch led right up to the well, — 
Boys like to peer at danger while the wind 
In the harsh leaves is muttering; the main track 
Broke out to cross the road where Wolf Creek, bending, 
Shoulders the highway. The thin trail swung on 
Whipped over by long grasses through the timber 
To the shallow ford, leg deep. We men folk always 
Took the short cut. 


At sundown bearing home 
Neighborly tokens through the rasping leaves 
I heard above the swish and swish a voice, 
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A tuneful voice. My rustling ceased; I peered 
Out from the covert on two roadside campers. 
One weathered face studied the cookery ; 

The second man broke firewood while he sang: 


“‘From the hunchback’s house wm the round yellow moon 
When the big yellow moon was high, 
They danced and they sang in the hunchback’s house 
Across the gates of the sky, — 
Come home, — 
Across the gates of the sky.’’ 


‘‘Hello, my boy! I see you brought your share. 

We got young rabbit, sweetcorn, baked potatoes, 
Bread, cheese, and coffee; your jelly and your pickles, — 
Sit in with us!’’ 


Just then the singer turned: 
Black! Black! The eyes of young discovery 
Fed fat; I trembled and sat where he pointed. 


JI 
Burra.Lo Bos anon Moongty GEorRGE 


In silence, like three friendly animals, 

We stripped the sweetcorn ears, the rabbit bones, 

Then with a few dry sticks lifted the blaze, 

And drawing up our legs on the soft grass, 

Gazed, worshipping the flame. A cricket chirred 

Once and a third time; then my voice found courage: 
‘*You—? What’s your names, I’d like to know? 

And where a’ you from?”’ 


I heard the fire purr. 
The black man thumbed tobacco in his pipe; 
The other leaned down easy on his elbow 
Staring as if the blaze were miles away, 
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Paused a full minute while my heart beat hard; 
Spoke low: 


‘‘Me? Buffalo Bob. He’s Mooney George. 
He’s a professional, I look for work. 
I was a boy like you and lived at home, — 
No matter for the place, — away back Kast. 
I went to school and I had lots of friends. 
I’d like to see my father and my mother, — 
They must be older, now. — I’ve no address; 
And when I scratch my name at water tanks 
There’s no date nor direction. Once I was 
A whalin’ lot like you. 


‘‘At twenty-one 
I came to Omaha to make my fortune. 
They let me bring along my younger brother. 
We hired as buffalo men: I was a shooter, 
He was a stinker, had to peel the hides. 
We worked all summer in the short grass country; 
Fought Indians off and killed the buffalo. 
The land burned up under the baking sun; 
There was a smell of carrion in the world, — 
Buzzards too fat to move, never a cloud 
In all the scorching sky. It was buffalo meat 
Each day and every day; our flour was mouldy, 
Butter just rotten grease. I got a hanker 
For like this apple jelly and sweet pickles, — 
Crabapple jelly. 


‘‘On the homeward road 
Somebody got killed frequent, like a hoodoo 
Was hangin’ to the trail. Brother was killed; 
Then the contractor died.’’ 


‘*How did he die?’’ 
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‘‘Well, Boy, they say, just after breakfast 
He walked a little piece to take a smoke; 
Had a match lifted up to light his pipe, — 
Fine mark, somebody drilled him. He laid down 
And kicked his heels a little in the grass. 
And there was no more death among the men. 
You see, Boy, some contractors have a way — 
Let the men die before they draw the money. 
Too long a story. —I can guess the look 
Father and Mother don’t give to each other 
Drawing two old chairs up to the kitchen table 
And leaving two a-setting against the wall. 


‘‘T don’t go home. I’ve heard there’s officers. 
A man with coin can prove his innocence. 
I’m off now to the mountains and the mines, — 
I’ll make my pile.’’ 


‘**T’d like to go with you. 
Maybe my dad’ll let me. I’ll shoot grizzlies, 
And elk, and bighorn sheep, and Indians, 
And climb the mountains.”’ 


The white man was silent 
Staring into the fire. Mooney George 
Hunched closer and took out a pocket flask; 
Buffalo Bob had a swallow, then a sip 
Burned on my tongue. ‘‘Brandy,’’ the black one said; 
Swigged it, screwed on the metal top, began: 


‘‘T owned a shootin’ gallery back Eas’, — 
Rabbits, quail on the wing, and jumping deer, 
Three for a dime; and I shoot for a bet. 
Buffalo Bob rung in there, won every point 
Six times a-runnin’. He was pointed wes’. 

I sol’ my gallery and greased my shoes. 
We stopped awhile in the harves’ fields, — 
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And now for Denvuh, ’less I take a notion 
To run a cane rack at the county fairs. 
Denvuh’s the place.’’ 


‘*Denver?’’ 


‘The town for money. 
Throw you a quarteh as men spen’ a nickel 
Back Eas’. And when I’m rich I’ll set my foot 
In Africa.’’ 


‘‘What, clean across the ocean?’’ 


‘‘Jus’ so. My family is chiefs off there. 
And the tall woods is full of trouble-talk 
And thunder signs, and baboon flowers that climb, 
And spotted grass around the rotting water 
Where a he witch-foot drips. 


‘*And for our friends 
We got the animals, ol’ Spider Man, 
Monkey, and Deer, and Rabbit, Snake, and Turtle. 
Ol’ Spider Man the mos’; yes, long ago 
Before he learned to run upon a rope.”’ 


‘*Ts he a man?’’ 


‘*Yes, smateh than old Satan. 
A conjure-man. And he can take a toadstool 
And weave it up, and make the darkness spongy 
With little toadstools. All your enemies 
Choke on it swallerin’. They pant and pine 
And shuddeh in the moonlight, flickeh off 
When it’s black, black. 


‘It’s Africa; 
And we got wizard stars you cain’t see here; 
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They shine in daylight. And my brother’s servants 
Have wings; and they can fetch the oldes’ spirits, — 
Sun-spirit, wateh-spirit, poison-trees, 

And the moon halo.’’ 


‘“How do spirits look?’’ 


‘¢Like antelope, parrots, and alligators; 
And some is monkeys a-chasin’ up the trees.’’ 


Once more the flask went round. 


‘‘Our bes’ is moons: 
Twenty-four colored moons hang in the sky 
All in one evening. They swing slowly on, 
Mottled like blackbird eggs, and like young snakes; 
Plum-colored moons, and tiger-brindled moons, 
And some like wings of butterflies.’’ 


He paused, 
And in a mellow voice began a song 
Under the open sky, a spell of the moon. 


‘‘From the hunchback’s house in the little red moon, — 
Low on the bayou, low, — 
Some come cripple, an’ some come blind, 
An’ some they could not go, — 
Come home, — 
While the little red moon swings low. 


“In the hunchback’s house are snakes and frogs 
A-praying now an’ then; 
They crawl on their bellies, they hop on their legs, 
Shall nevermore be men, — 
Come home, — 
Their cries are the cries of men.’’ 
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‘‘Sonny, you betteh come along with me, 
And know my brothers and ol’ Spider Man 
And all them moons.’’ 


‘*Too far, Daddy won’t let me.’’ 
He fed the fire. ‘‘Why, Boy, come on with us. 


You’re old enough. Three men like us together 
Live easy, see the worl’.’’ 


A boy’s heart lifts 
To men’s praise, to the steady flattery 
Of a man’s eyes. ‘‘I must tell the folks good-bye.’’ 


‘‘No time. We hit the cannonball tonight. 
You’ll learn to ride the bumpers into Denvuh.’’ 


My past and present split apart. I looked 
Up through the trees and saw one steady star. 
‘*T must go home.”’ 


Spoke Bob: ‘‘Don’t mind his yarn. 
I’ve heard him five times, never twice alike.’’ 


The black man caught my arm. 
‘*Let loose of me!’’ 
‘‘Let him go, Mooney!’’ 


‘“We can roll in money! 
He’s got a face no woman can refuse!’’ 


I struggled fearfully. His loose-lipped grin 
Sent the cold soaking through my brain and marrow. 


‘‘Turn him loose, Mooney !’’ 
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‘*No, you damn buffalo skinner! 
I’m goin’ to have this white boy for my slave.’’ 


I saw Bob coming now; his beardy face 
Shone redder than the firelight. 
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‘‘Drop him, Mooney! 
You dirty nigger, you black bastard, you!’’ 


Mooney whirled like an ox: ‘‘I’ll fight you for him!’’ 


‘‘With fists. I’ve killed one man, and that’s enough!’’ 


Til 
Tue Ficut 


Shirts came off, belts were tightened. Mooney George 
Spat in his big right hand. ‘‘Mend up the fire!’’ 
Called Bob. I mended it. 


Now thudding blows 
Ticked off the seconds, the two shifted ground: 
This fight was half in shadow, half in firelight, 
And I was on Bob’s side, he fought for me 
Against the burlier black. 


The ruddy flame 
Gleamed from their sweating skins. Bob brought the 
shine : 
Into the negro’s face, made him give way 
With strokes to the ribs. A sudden screech owl wailed; 
The black man tottered, but kept fisting it. 
Blood dripped from Bob’s face and his hand was ; 
bleeding. 
With loud quick labor of breath their naked trunks 
Heaved mightily. And Mooney rushed and clinched. 
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They wrestled like two bulls, breaking the bushes; 
Sunflowers swished; they came down heavily, 

The negro uppermost, and I could see 

Black hands about Bob’s throat. 


I seized a stick 
Was burning like a torch, and ran upon them, 

And thrust the fire into Mooney’s armpit. 

He clamped his black arm down, sprang with a howl 
Deep rising into shrill like some huge beast 

With a spear in its entrails, jumping, yelling, 
Unnerved. 





Then came his onrush. With a club 
He beat my blazing stick down, clutched my arm, — 
I thought the bone was breaking while I screamed. 
Then Bob came lunging right on Mooney’s shoulders, 
And I was flung backward and rolling over 
Down the creek bank to the shock of the cold water, — 
Found myself swimming. I could hear the fight 
j When I had landed on the other shore, 
t And even when I crossed the little wood, 
Feeling a pathless way in the pitch dark 
To the dewy meadow. 


I was running home, 
And crying now. The screech owls wailed and wailed; 
Prairie owls chuckled, and my bare foot touched 
A cold and slippery snake. On through the darkness 
Giddy with terror, all my trembling body 
One pounding pulse. 


TEER EE ATEN AMER ANAS 


My father let me in. 
‘“My boy, what is the matter? Are you hurt? 
You’re crying! You’ve been running!”’ 
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Panting words 
Flashed the high colors of the broken story 
Across the dark. My listeners were shaken 
Colder than fear and deeper than a fury. 


I shivered less with them beside my bed. 


IV 
Tue WELL 


In the strong sun the burned out sticks were black; 

Slouch hat and old bandana bundle lay 

Low in the ease of the grass where amorous crickets 

On the two sprawling shirts made love. Torn sun- 
flowers 

Trailed the dark struggle to where fresh earth lined 

A widening of the blackness of the well. 

With broken glass for a mirror we stretched flat 

To trace the glimmer boring down to fall 

On legs and arms confused with earth. We shouted: — 

Only an echo boomed through the drowsing tune 

Of the bumblebee and the rasp of the heavy leaves. 


Men found them stiff and cold. This was their grave; 
We piled the old sod house upon their bodies. 

They lie here nameless, lost out of the world, 

Fifty feet underground. 


I have dreamed of them: 
How Bob took home a fortune from the mines; 
Mooney was in the land of mottled moons 
Talking with Spider Man. On August nights 
When bats are busy in the sunflower thicket, 
And prairie owls are hoarse with throaty chuckling 
At leaves that rasp and mutter gustily, 
Mooney and Bob fight through the weeds, and fall 
To sudden death. 


This knife was Buffalo Bob’s. 





